CHAPTER V 
EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN 
MEANING OF EMPOWERMENT 


Empowerment literally means, “Becoming powerful”; 
Empowerment is a process whereby women become able to 
organize themselves to increase their own self-reliance, to 
assert their independent right to make choices and control 
resources, which will assist in challenging and eliminating 


their own subordination. 


Empowerment is an active multidimensional process to 
enable women to realize their identify and powers in all 
spheres enabling women to acquire and posses “Power 
resource” in order to make decisions or resist the decisions 
that are made by others which affect women. Further 
empowerment provides greater access to knowledge and 
resources, more autonomy in decision making, greater ability 
to plan their lives, moral control over the circumstances, which 
influence their lives and freedom form custom, belief and 


practice.’ 


? Ramanujam.K.N. and Thenmozhi.R, “Empowerment of Women”, Kison world, June, 
2006, pp.62 


WOMEN EMPOWERMENT 


The ‘Empowerment’ approach was first clearly articulated 
in 1985 by Development Alternatives with women for a 
New era (DAWN). ‘Women Empowerment’ concept was 
introduced at the International women’s conference in 
1985 at Nairobi. The Conference defined “Empowerment” as 
a redistribution of social power and control of resources in 
favour of women. In the true sense of the word, Empowerment 
would mean giving-up old established ways, habits and giving- 
up privileges. This term received prominence in early nineties 
in western countries. The concept of women’s empowerment is 
the outcome of several important critiques and debates 
generated by the women’s movement throughout the world, 
particularly by the third world feminists. Its source can be 
traced from the interaction between feminism and the concept 
of “Popular education” development in Latin America in the 
1970’s. The concept of women’s empowerment has its roots 


throughout the world in women’s movement. 


In the Indian context the process of empowerment has 
passed through various stages. In 1960s and 1970s policies 


and programmes were not aimed at empowering women. The 
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first step in empowering women was organizing them at grass 
root level by establishing Mahila Mandals. It was framed on 
the basis of American house manager scheme without thinking 
how far it is suitable to Indian women. Later the focus was 
made on improving the education and health condition of 
women. The traces of empowerment were found in strategies 
adopted to achieve women’s development and _ equality. 
Besides to bring women into the mainstream of the 
development process, policy environment was created in 


1980s by adopting various policies. 


The Conceptualization of Empowerment 


The word empowerment represents a concept for which 
there are neither synonyms nor a consistent definition. Julian 
Rappaport writes : “the idea is more important than the thing 
itself. We do not know what empowerment is, but like 
obscenity, we know it when we see it.” He points out that it is 
difficult to frame positive definitions of empowerment, 
because” it has components that are both psychological and 
political”, and because “it takes on a different form in different 


people and contexts”. 
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The following definition from Wallerstein and Bernstein 


has been adopted for this study : 


(Empowerment is) a social action process that promotes 
participation of people, organizations and communities in 
gaining control over their lives in their community and larger 
society. With this perspective, empowerment is_ not 
characterized as achieving power to dominate others, but 


rather power to act with others to effect change’. 
Status of women in Vedic period 


During the Vedic period, women in India held equal 
status with that of men. In ancient India, women occupied a 
very important position, in fact a superior position to men. It is 
the culture of Indians whose only worlds for strength and 
power are feminine -“Shakthi” means power and strength. All 
ale powers come from the feminine. Literary evidence 
suggests that kingdoms and countries were destroyed because 
a single woman was wronged by the state. For example, 
Valmiki’s Ramayana teaches that Ravana and his entire clan 
was wiped out because he abducted Sita. Veda 
Vyasa’sMahabharatha teaches that all the Kauravas were 


2.S.R. Bakshi, Empowerment of Women and Politics of Reservation, Jaipur, 2002, p. 51. 
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killed because they humiliated draupadi in _ public. 
ElangoAdigal’sSillapathigaram teaches Madurai, the capital of 
the Pandays was burnt because PandiyanNeduchezhiyan 


mistakenly killed her husband on theft charges. 


In Vedic times women and men were equal as far as 
education and religion were concerned. Women participated 
along with men in the public sacrifices. One text mentions that 
there was a female rishi Visvara. Some vedichyms, are 
attributed to women such as Apala, the daughter of Atri, 
Ghosa, the daughter of Kaksivant or Indrani, the wife of Indra. 
Apparently in early Vedic times women also received the 
sacred thread and could study the Vedas. The Haritasmrti 
mentions a class of women called brahmavadinis who 
remained unmarried and spent their lives in study and ritual. 
Panini’s distinction between arcarya (a lady teacher) and 
acaryani (a teacher’s wife), and upadhyaya (a women 
preceptor) and upadhyayani (a preceptor’s wife) indicates the 
women at that time could not only be students but also 
teachers of sacred lore. He mentions the names of several 
noteworthy women scholars of the past such as Kath, Kalapi, 


and Bahvici. The Upanishads refer to several women 
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philosophers, who disputed with their male colleagues such as 
Vacaknavi, who challenged Yajnavalkya. The rig Veda also 
refers to women who engaged in warfare. Even as late a 
witness as Megasthenes (fifth century B.C) mentions about 
heavily armed women guards protecting Chandragupta’s 


palace. 


The degradation of women started since 300 BC only. The 
patriarchal joint-family system. Structure of property 
ownership, early marriage,self-immolation of widows (Sati) or 
state of permanent widowhood, all became obstacles to the 
development of women (Neera Desai, quoted in Kuppuswamy, 
1975-243). Since late nineteenth and early wentient centuries 
of the common era, several reformers fought against those 
aspects of the curd system that have resulted in the oppression 
of females, To them, women should labour under no 
dissatisfaction, not suffered by man. As the result of their 
efforts, independent India has adopted several rules and 
regulations to protect the rights of women and establish equal 


status. 


During the later Aryan period after 300 B.C., dominated 


by the Brahmins the growth of the caste system and other 
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factors led to social decline especially on the status of women. 
Child marriage became the norm, wives were expected to 
work ship their husbands, barren women were thrown out of 
their homes and widows were not permitted to remarry. Many 
of these vicious customs are still observed in many parts of the 
country. Other religions, like Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism or 
Islam, have questioned some of the practices in Hinduism, but, 
by and large, all religions have kept their women in varying 
stages of confinement and restrictions. The Bhakthi cults tried 
to restore women’s status and questioned some of the forms of 


oppression. 


The Beginning of Changes 


One of the fallouts of English education for the middle 
class during the colonial period was a change in attitude 
towards women. Through the AryaSamaj and_ the 
BrahmoSamaj, the Bengali middle class questioned the rigidity 
of brahminical Hinduism. Social reformers the _ Raja 


Rammohun Roy opposed Sati or the practice of burning the 
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widow on the husband’s funeral pyre. The government 
abolished it in 1829. Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar’s crusade for 
widows led to the Widow Remarriage Act of 1856. Several 
decades of agitation led to the Child Marriage Restraint Act of 
1929 that stipulated 14 as the minimum age of marriage for a 
girl. Girl’s education through formal schooling was another 
major concern. An all India Women’s Education Conference 
was held in Pune in 1927. It gave the stimulus to start a 


leading organization in the movement for social changes. 


Women 1917, the first women’s delegation met the Secretary 
of state of demand women’s political rights. The Indian 


National Congress supported the demand. 


Sangam Age 


The women of the Sangam age enjoyed respectable 
position. The Sangam literature describes the position of 
women in ancient Tamil Society. In the Sangam age, women 


were treated with special consideration. 


The natural feminine qualities such as ‘Achcham’, 
‘Madam’ and ‘Nannam’ were insisted in the Sangam literature. 


Their most important virtue was chastity. They considered 
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karpu much more important virtue was chastity. They 
considered karpu much more important for them than life 
itself. They were highly devoted towards their husbands. 
Chaste women were greatly respected in the society. The 
heroine of Silapathigaram, Kannagi had been hailed for her 
chastity and worshipped by the people. The women were given 
freedom to choose their life partners during the Sangam 


Period. 


Education 


Women in the Sangam period appear to have been 
educated. This is testified by many poems contributed by 
women poets to the Sangam literature. We come to know a few 
women poems like Avvaaiyar, KakkaiPadiniyar, PonMudiyar, 
Nachellaiyaer, Nanmallaiyar, Ilavenyini and Sangavi whose 


verses are found in the sangam Literature. 


All the women poets are respected members of the court 
and they moved with equal rights and freedom with the king 
and courtiers. The education received by women was different 
from that imparted to men. The preliminary education a girl 


received from her girl friend and foster mother blossomed into 
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a full fledged knowledge in lyal, Isai and Nadakam even before 
she grows in to adolescence. Such trained girls were called 
Mudukkarni. Outstanding are anji, Attai, Makkal, Nakkaiyar, 


Buda Pandyan DevimPeymagal, Ilaveyini and Potriyar. 


Rich ladies took part in certain pastimes and amusements 
and participated freely in the amenities of life. Women danced 
with men, sported in public places and attended royal 
assemblies in the palaces. Women are also described as 
engaged in various economic activities such as paddy 


plantation, cattle rearing, basket-making, and spinning, etc. 


Noble qualities 


Reserve and restraint arising from modesty were 
considered as some of the most essential feminine virtues. The 
characteristic modesty of women is narrated in Natriani 
anthology. The dutiful wife, discharging the domestic duties 


with earnestness was held up as the ideal of womanhood. 


In Ainkurunuru, we get a picture, which exemplifies the 
noble qualities of a wife. A girl was first trained to cook tasty 


food for her husband. Lover would tell his loved one that even 
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if she served him poison it could be nectar to him. Women 


have been glorified in Tamil literature as the ‘lamp of home’. 


A poem in Palaikakali contain in a nutshell he philosophy 
of married life. In agananuru we could find a young man and 
his wife leading a life of love and affection are always referred 
to as ‘MangalaMahalir’, ‘MelliyalMahalir’, ‘SeyelaiMahalir’ and 


‘Manaiyal’ during the Sangam period. 


According to then Sangam literature, a woman had to 
play different roles in the family such as dutiful wife, 
responsible mother and an ideal hostess to guests. The life 
time of a women were divided into 7 categories: ‘Pedai’ (below 
9 years), ‘Padumbai’ (5to10), ‘Mangai’ (10to16), ‘Madanthai’ 
(16to25), ‘Arivai’ (25to45), ‘Terivai’ (45to60) and ‘Perilampen 


(above 60). 


Marriage 


The concept of love had been elaborately discussed in 
Agananuru. A poem of the Agananuru gives a graphic picture 
of the marriage ceremony which was so simple. Soon after the 
marriage there was a feast of rice cooked along with black 


gram. There is no yagna, no purohit and no tying oftali. After 
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Aryan influence in the later period the above things were 


practised. 


Family life of the Tamils is portrayed beautifully in the 
Agam poems of Sangam literature. Joint families also existed 
during this period. A high standard of moral virtue seems to 
have prevailed among women of household. Women treated 
their husbands as equivalent to God during the Sangam 
period. They were not permitted to remarry and inherit 


property. 
Widowhood 


Sati or the custom of self-immolation at the death of one’s 
husband was not generally prevalent during this period. 
However, some women from the royal family indulged in the 
practice of Sati and it was known as_ Theeppaithal. 
Perunkoppendu, the wife of Poodha Pandyan wanted to 


commit sati. 


But it was not obligatory as there are references to 
widows resent in society. Widows earned their livelihood by 
spinning. They were called Paruththipendir. Their position was 


miserable as they were prohibited to decorate themselves or 
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participate in any form of amusement. There are several 
references in the purananuru to the practice of widows 


shaving off their hair as the sign of mourning. 


Sexual Harasment 


It was in the name of art and service that the institution 
of Sexual Harassment was encouraged in Tamil society. It was 
not disgrace for a man to visit a harlot. They occupied 
reserved quarters. They were generally skilled in music and 


dancing. 


There was no purdah-system for women; they enjoyed 
freedom of movement and right to full education. They were 
respected just because they are women. However, from the 
post-Sangam period, there was a decline in the status of 


women. 


Women’s political participation 


Women’s political participation means taking part in the 
activities related to electoral politics, like voting, campaigning, 
holding party offices and contesting elections etc. in many of 
these activities women remain generally dormant, inactive, 


and uninterested till 1920. Only with the change in political 
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situation in the year 1929 women were granted the rights of 
franchise. In the beginning a few women started taking 
interest in accessing their political rights. The interest 
increased gradually, as a result more and more women started 
entering into politics. In this regard the role-played by 
women’s organizations like Indian Women’s Association, the 
National Council of Women in India and the All India Women’s 
Association, the National Council of Women in India and the 
All India women’s conference were much applauded. In spite 
of this level of awareness of accessing political rights by 
women, aS compared to men, is found to be less. Illiteracy, 
rural patriarchal dominance and nature of dependence may be 


responsible for such situation. 


Today the political interventions by women in India range 
from movements for peaceful and good governance to protest 
against their atrocities. They are raising their voices against 
discriminations and injustice in all spheres of life. Politics for 
them does not mean only the activities of electing 
representatives and governing, it also includes the increased 
political awareness and changing of the unequal power 


structure for a just and equal political and social system. 
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However the involvement of women in politics is confined only 
to urban areas, women in small towns and villages still 
continue to be political participation of women depends on the 
type of family in which they live, the level of education they 
have got, the exposure to mass media, and the approach of 
political groups functioning in the area. It is learnt that the 
apparent women’s involvement in political campaigns is a good 


trend, but it is not so effective. 
Right to have Political Awareness and Empowerment 


Political awareness of women results in their expected 
empowerment. Political awareness refers to the awareness of 
surrounding political activities. Some of the important political 
activities selected in this study are the elections held after the 
Independence to Gram Panchayats, Town Municipal councils, 
Stat Legislative Assemblies and to the Parliament. Recognition 
and identification of political leaders at local, state and 
national level, functioning of political parties and _ their 
ideologies, for discussion on the prevailing political activities 
and the habit of reading and listening to political news through 
media like news papers, T.V and radio. In the background of 


these political activities it is aimed to assess the awareness for 
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accessing the political rights among the respondents. Several 
studies shows that women in India are still held under the grip 
of the traditional chains and are not desirous of getting 
introduced to the various political activities. Since their roles 
do not encompass the spheres outside the home and the 
family, these restrictions limit the scope of intervention. 
Functions even within the family are socially determined by 


their male counterparts to acquaint with political affairs. 


Right to Participate in Political Campaign and Reformist 


Movement and Empowerment 


It is an acceptable fact women taking active part in 
political campaigns and reformist movements would enrich the 
level of awareness of their political rights and in turn it leads 
to their empowerment. Political campaign refers to that 
Campaign which is launched against any unjust event or 
against any deliberate attempt of curbing the common 
interests of women. Reformist movement refers to the 
movement which is organized to rescue the women from the 


condition of plight and immolation. 
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Studies have shown that women are more concerned with 
problems that affect their day to day life, for instance, 
availability of essential commodities, price-rise, poverty and 
distribution of essential commodities. But it is also true that 
women have now started taking interest in other spheres like 
corruption and inefficiency in government administration, and 
maintenance of law and order in the country. In post- 
independent India particularly, more and more women have 
started involving themselves in political campaigns as well in 


the social reformist movements. 


Political representation and Empowerment 


It is universally accepted that periodic elections are a 
necessary and they are indispensable in Democracy to 
safeguard the rights and protect the interests of the governed. 
The right of every citizen to take part in the government is a 
crucial factor in the effective accessing of all other human 
rights and fundamental freedoms. The U.N.O also declared 
that determining the will of the people required an electoral 
process accommodating distinct alternatives and providing 
equal opportunities for all citizens to become candidates and 


put forward their political views. The provisions concerning 
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right to represent in the government of a nation are mentioned 
very specifically in the ‘Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights’ the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, the United National Declaration on the Elimination of 
all forms of Racial Discrimination, the Convention on the 
Political Rights of Women and the Convention on the 


Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against women. 


Various studies related to women’s political 
representation show that the Indian traditions have 
constrained women to represent in political authorities, it is so 
mainly because of practice of gender based division of labour 
in the family, women should have to bear the full responsibility 
of household chores, women are expected to shoulder the 
burden of looking after the family. All their activities are 
restricted to bring fuel, fodder, water and cooking. They have 
to look after the rearing of children. These constraints are 
applicable more or less to all the classes and communities of 
women. Men are able to take part in routine political work. 
Men’s involvement in all the political activities does not cause 
any hindrance a women are expected to look after the day to 


day domestic affairs of the family. Hence the gender 
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discrimination has prevented women to _ have_ active 


representation in political activities. 


The general elections are means to elicit motives that 
interprets the broad contours within which the freshly given 
mandate is to operate. On one hand, we have those who 
compete for reaching people’s mandate for governance; and 
on the other hand, we have the voters who simply vote to elect 


rulers. Among the voters, about half are women. 


Various studies have shown that majority of women 
voters in our country are disinterested, inactive and apathetic 
in the area of voting behaviour. Women votes specifically in 
rural community are not aware of the fact that their votes in 


elections are decisive in the formation of governments. 


Voting is the most important and basic means by which 
citizens are assimilated into the political process and learn 
how to exercise power. Since India decided to conduct the 
experiment of democracy by granting adult franchise, women 
have been participating in the formal channel of politics as 
voters, but it is disappointing that only few women have been 


able to occupy decision making positions. 
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Various studies revealed that exercise of right to vote is 
affected by political socialization. Among the several agencies 
of political socialization, family plays pivotal role. Especially 
for women of traditional background, it is husbands or many 
other male members in the family who act as the most 
important source for raising political ideologies, beliefs and 


standards. 


The important factor that facilitates the women to rise up 
their level of consciousness about their political right is access 
of the information, knowledge through media _. of 
communication. “Media is referred as a means or instrument 
of communication reaching a large number of people, such as 
newspaper, books, periodicals, radio, television and motion 
picture. It is commonly greed that mass media communication 
gives an awareness or knowledge of political events, political 
leaders, political parties, political issues and_ political 
phenomena. These help women to rise up in taking correct 


decision on exercise of their political rights. 


Women in Tamilnadu were socially weak, economically 
dependent and politically powerless till the end of 19" century. 


But the phase of transition with an awareness of the need to 
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remove social disabilities of women could be seen more 
evidently from the beginning of 20" century. Though the doors 
of education for women were thrown open as early as the 
closing decades of 19" century, a more favourable climate and 
an increased involvement to avail the opportunity could be 
traced from the early decades of this century particularly due 
to a number of social legislations and increased political 
participation of women. The independent India ensures 


equality for women in the preamble of the Constitution. 


One of the significant developments which was occurred 
during this phase of transition was the emergence and 
functions of the voluntary organisations wherein women have 
started increasing their voice against inequality, patriarchal 


values and non-egalitarian social structure. 


The role of voluntary organisations in Tamilnadu during 
the period of transition, which are working for the socio- 
economic and cultural development of women. It critically 
examines the professionalization of voluntary organisations 
and women’s own aspirations, ambitions and achievements, in 
their struggle for socio-economic status in Tamilnadu.* 


3 Reddy, G.M.., Human Resource Development for Voluntary Action, ‘Khadigramodyog’. 
Vol XXIll, No. 8, May 1981, p. 332 
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The voluntary organisations do not expect anything in 
return from the people after whatever service they render. The 
members have the sense of commitment, dedication and 
selfless service. The rationale of voluntarism is based on social 
consciousness and _ social commitment. The _ voluntary 
organisations which are dealing with the issues of women can 
be classified as social reform oriented and social work oriented 


organisations.* 


The Social Reform Oriented Organisations are sensitive to 
the problems of degradation of women and argued for fighting 
against oppression and exploitation of women. Not only this 
but also they are perpetuating patriarchal norms and forms, 


directly or indirectly in political as well as personal sphere.” 


The Women Indian Association (WIA) was one of 
prominent and the pioneer of the social reform oriented 
voluntary organisations in Tamilnadu which was founded on 
the 8" May 1917 at Adayar, Madras by Mrs. Dorothy 
Jinarajadasa who was assisted by Margaret Causins and Annie 


Besant.® This was the first organisation whose aim was to bell. 


4 Annual Report of the Tamilnadu State Social Welfare Board, 1991-92 

> G.R. Madan, Indian Social Problems (Socail Organisation and Reconstruction), Allied 
Publications, 1987, p. 127 

® Radha Krishna Sharma, Nationalism, Social Reform and Indian Women, Janaki Prakasam 
Publications, New delhi, p. 108 
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All Indian in scope and had a wider outlook, a larger purpose 


and a deeper understanding.’ 


The first organisation in India to make a demand for 
women’s franchise and succeeded in its mission of 
enforcement of Sarada Act (1928) against child marriage. This 
Association presently has 95 branches all over Tamilnadu.® Its 
achievements embraced in social, educational and political 


fields. 


An another voluntary organisation in Tamilnadu which 
aim for social reforms are National Council of Women in India 
(1925) (NCWI) and All India Women’s Conference (1926). 


Their role and activities can be identified with WIA.° 


The social work oriented organisations aim to catalyse 
the women towards developmental approach, to build new 
models with new programmes and represent needs and 


aspirations of women. 


There are nearly ninety’ social work voluntary 
organisations in Tamilnadu Among which special mention 
should be made about Pennurimal Iyakkam Women’s voluntary 


7 Report of the Platinum Jubliee of Women Indian Association (1917-92) 
8 Interview with Sarojini Varadappan, President Women Indian Association, on 10.12.1994 
° Radha Krishna Sharma, op.cit., P. 108 
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Service of Tamilnadu in Madras, Khajamalai Ladies 
Association in Trichy, Tamilnadu Samoogha Seva Sangam at 
Madurai, Sarada Widow Home at Salem and Women’s Welfare 


Society at Coimbatore."® 


Pennurimai iyakkam (PI) is one of the renowned voluntary 
organisation in Madras which was established in 14" of April 


1979," 


Very few organisations in Tamilnadu which concentrate 
both on social reform and social work activities. Some of which 
are the Young Women’s Christian Association and Joint Action 
Council for Women in Madras Tamilnadu Pengal Nala Sangam 
(Tamilnadu Women’s Welfare Association) at Trichy Institute 
for Youth and Development at Madurai and Women’s 


Development Association at Coimbatore.”” 


10 Annual Report of the Tamil Nadu Social, Welfare Board (1992-92) 

1 Eldrid Magell, “Organizing Women’s Protes”, A study of Political styles in two Activist 
groups in South India, 1979-91, Oslo, 1993, P. 52 

12 Annual Report of the Tamilnadu Social Welfare Board (1991-92) 


